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Descriptions of visual arts MFA programs, artist residencies, and grants often 
include the term ‘research.’ However, scholars have struggled to define research within 
the visual arts, or at least to fit it into an existing framework. Until recently, library and 
information science (LIS) literature has focused on identifying information behaviors and 
information needs of visual artists, concluding that these behaviors and needs are 
“extremely idiosyncratic” (Hemmig, 2009, p. 684).  
The heterogeneous information practices of visual artists contribute to some of the 
difficulties around theorizing the information behaviors of this population. Moreover, the 
multiple media and modes through which artists access and use information within their 
practice can create challenges in the application of vocabulary from other disciplines 
(particularly those with divergent epistemologies). While LIS literature has provided 
useful models of artists’ information behavior, few studies have considered it within the 
larger and more dynamic context of the research process.  
This qualitative study is conducted through semi-structured interviews with eight 
practicing artists with the goal of deepening the understanding of their research practices. 
Its aim is not to challenge the difficulty of analyzing the information behavior of visual 
artists or the characteristics of visual art as a discipline. Rather, the current study affirms 
both these challenges and the need for continued exploration. In doing so, it looks to 
position the information behavior of studio artists within the framework of research and 
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inquiry in the arts, and to investigate how artists conceptualize and apply research within 
their practice. Building on William Hemmig’s observation that “artists require a great 
deal of information with no epistemic relationship to art” (2009, p. 684), the study also 
explores how artists conceptualize disciplinary boundaries and interdisciplinarity.  
Art research is a growing body of scholarship in art education and social sciences. 
This scholarship grounds my understanding of art research as a dynamic method and 
process of inquiry (Sullivan, 2010; McNiff, 2013). Thinking about research as both a 
concept and an action, I loosely borrow Graeme Sullivan’s notion of “research acts” 
(2006, p. 29). Drawing on fields of inquiry outside of LIS, this study seeks to approach 
the conversation about artists’ research processes in a holistic way. 
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2 Literature Review  
2.1 Information Behavior and Needs of Visual Artists  
Library and Information Science literature traces approximately fifty years of 
studies that explore the information behavior and information needs of visual artists. 
Duncan Chappell lists 97 studies on this subject in his critical literature review (2017, p. 
72). Many of these studies, have focused on art students and faculty using library 
resources within academic institutions. William Hemmig (2008), who develops an 
emerging model of visual artists’ information behavior through a systematic literature 
review, identifies a gap in research conducted with practicing artists working outside of 
academic institutions. Evaluating studies published between 1975 and 2006, Hemmig 
(2008) distills several consistent observations that support a model of visual artists’ 
information behavior: 
- Artists represent a heterogeneous population with diverse interests and needs. 
- Artists’ information needs are often individual and unique.  
- Artists seek out different types and formats of information (for example, visual 
and textual).  
- Artists seek out information from a variety of sources and areas of knowledge. 
- Artists obtain information through social interactions.  
- Artists prefer browsing as a method of seeking information and sparking 
discovery.  
- Artists search for information as “inspiration.” 
 Early literature on the subject includes Derek Toyne’s (1975; 1977) and Philip 
Pacey’s (1982) personal observations of art students’ information seeking behavior. 
Toyne and Pacey, both academic art librarians in the UK, highlight key elements of 
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artists’ research practice, such as interest in a wide range of subjects, a preference for 
browsing (including browsing for inspiration), and the need for different types of visual 
information. Both authors conclude that the needs of art students may not be met by 
traditional art library collections.  
Notably, Pacey and Toyne present art students’ information needs and behaviors 
as inconsistent or incompatible with academic research. For example, as Pacey1 remarks, 
“art students generally only use libraries in an ‘academic’ way in connection with the art 
history element in their course” (1982, p. 36). While acknowledging the unique needs of 
art students, studies carried out within academic contexts characterize these needs as less 
scholarly.  
In a more formal study, Day and McDowell (1985) interviewed 25 advanced art 
and design students at Tyne Polytechnic in the UK. Echoing Pacey’s findings, the authors 
note that art students rely on multiple types and sources of information, including visual 
resources and information outside of art disciplines (including “marketing, legal or 
technical information as well as literature and history”) and practice “‘creative 
browsing’” (pp. 34, 36). It’s worth noting that Day and McDowell distinguish between 
“vocational” or “creative” and “traditionally ‘academic’”2 courses, pointing to a 
correlation between course type and student information use (p.31). The authors suggest 
that creative and vocational courses include less guidance and more independent learning 
than “traditionally academic” courses, such as art history.  
 
1 Pacey served as the editor of the ARLIS Newsletter and Art Libraries Journal and the Chairman of ARLIS 
(UK). The paper was originally delivered to a course organized by ARLIS with the Library Association in 
London on 6th December, 1979.  
2 The distinction between “traditionally academic” and creative courses is of note, as it contributes a notion 
that studio-based courses are disengaged from academic research.  
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In the 1990’s, Polly Frank carried out a similar exploratory study in the U.S., 
holding focus group interviews with undergraduate art students from 12 universities in 
Minnesota to find out how they utilized library resources for their creative needs and to 
address the ways that academic library generalists could meet the particular needs of this 
population (1999). Frank’s larger study confirms previous findings, noting that art 
students are often self-directed in their search process, prefer serendipitous browsing, and 
seek out a variety of visual and textual materials on a number of topics, including art and 
artists, literature, technique, professional development, and so on. Like her predecessors, 
Frank focuses on art students’ “creative” goals and needs, addressing inspiration without 
mentioning inquiry or research. 
In describing artists’ information needs, LIS scholars and librarians have 
attempted to establish a model of the categories of information that artists seek. For 
example, Edward Teague identifies three key types of information: “technical, 
contractive, and expansive” that studio art and design students need (1987, p. 100). 
Aligning these information needs with elements of an artist’s process, Teague notes that 
contractive data is used to the scope the parameters of a project, while expansive 
information “stimulates the sources of visual imagery,” aided by browsing (p. 101). 
Teague asserts that while art students benefit from library instruction, instruction has to 
consider the framework and vocabulary of the “creative process” – a process that Teague 
associates with problem-solving, and multi-faceted and inter-disciplinary intellectual 
inquiry. 
 In a similar vein, Susie Cobbledick’s study (1996) concludes that artists seek 
several types of information: inspirational and visual information, technical information, 
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information pertaining to current art trends, and professional information. Conducting in-
depth interviews with four visual artists, each working in a different medium, Cobbledick 
finds that artists have a wide and changing array of information needs, use a variety of 
information seeking methods, and use libraries as part of their “research activity” (p. 
357). Her study highlights the importance of print material, both textual and visual, 
pertaining to a wide range of topics “whose sole commonality is a tendency not to be art 
related” (p. 361). While Cobbledick’s sample is small, her detailed interviews add 
important layers of nuance to previous observations. For example, she reaffirms the 
importance of browsing, but disagrees with the notion that this practice is undirected or 
based only on serendipitous discovery, noting that browsing is often limited to a specific 
subject area. Importantly, Cobbledick describes artists’ information-seeking as research, 
although the use of this term may be linked to the interviewees’ status as “art faculty of a 
large midwestern university” (347).  
 Several studies that address artists’ information behavior as scholarly research 
also sample art faculty (a position that often includes a research and scholarship 
responsibility). For example, in their studies, Reed and Tanner (2001) and van Zijl and 
Gericke (1998) contextualize the needs of fine arts faculty3 within the larger body of 
literature on research in the humanities. Reed and Tanner conclude that arts faculty 
participate in interdisciplinary research, particularly within humanities disciplines and 
seek out “inspirational sources for their creative influences … from interdisciplinary 
subjects”(2001, p.232). Notably, Reed and Tanner draw a distinction between 
information seeking for scholarly purposes (teaching and research) vs. creative purposes, 
 
3 Reed and Tanner survey art, theater, music, and dance faculty.  
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while van Zijl and Gericke choose to exclude information associated with “artistic 
inspiration and creative pursuits” (p. 25). As Hemmig observes, this separation between 
“scholars” and “artists” is echoed in Marcia J. Bates’ 1999 report to the Getty Research 
Institute, in which Bates addresses the information behaviors of scholars and of artists in 
two distinct sections (Hemmig, 2008, p. 352; Bates, 2001).  
Literature that deals the information needs and behaviors of artists outside of an 
academic context includes William Dane’s 1987 paper on artists and designers using 
public art libraries. Dane, the manager of art and music collections at Newark (NJ) public 
library, stresses the diversity of artists and their professional and personal interests and 
needs, and argues for the necessity of diverse and inclusive collections. He also 
highlights the advantages of including artists’ works, such as original prints and artists’ 
books in art library collections. The other significant study conducted with practicing 
artists, is William Hemmig’s (2009) quantitative study of information-seeking behavior 
of practicing visual artists. Hemmig surveyed a large artists’ community along the 
Delaware River Valley and analyzed data from 44 respondents, neither seeking out, nor 
excluding library users or college and university affiliates. The model derived from his 
previous literature review proved to be valid for this population. Hemmig’s conclusions 
include a number of familiar points:  
- Artists seek out four key categories of information: (sources of inspiration, visual, 
technical, and career-related).  
- Artists information needs are unique and varied. 
- Artists need information that seems to have no direct relationship to art as a 
discipline. 
- Browsing remains the key information-seeking behavior for artists. 
- Artists obtain different types of information through social means. 
Hemmig does not contextualize artists’ information seeking as research or inquiry. 
Unlike Cobbledick, he emphasizes browsing as a passive behavior, further suggesting 
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that “the nature of ‘intentional, engaged passivity’ rules out the need for any information 
source that is not present and accessible in the environment” (2009, pp. 695-696).  
Additional studies of note include Sandra Cowan’s in-depth analysis of 
information needs and sources of a single artist (2004). Cowan assesses the potential 
biases and limitations of previous studies, including reliance on academic and/or library 
contexts, perspectives, and terminology. “If we want to discover what artists really do to 
inform their work, we will not find out through research shaped by the library-centered 
user study template,” she writes (p. 16). Cowan explains that LIS terms like 
“information-seeking” can also be problematic, reducing a complex and dynamic creative 
process to a “technical problem” (p. 18). Similarly, she critiques the use of surveys in 
studies about artists’ information behavior, as survey questions may reduce the 
complexity and range of responses. More interested in a full understanding of an artist’s 
process than in distilling a set of rigid categories, Cowan acknowledges her own 
preconceptions of information-seeking as “an action motivated by a perceived need, by a 
lack, rather than a creative process motivated by curiosity, pleasure, or sensory 
feedback.” (p. 18). As both a librarian and an artist, Cowan offers valuable insight into 
the ways that disciplinary frames of reference can shape our understanding of artists’ 
needs and behaviors. She finds that “creating an understanding rather than finding pre-
existing information” informs the creative inquiry of the artist she interviewed.  
After the 1990’s, artists’ information-seeking behavior is more consistently 
represented within the context of inquiry and research, revealing a more dynamic and 
multilayered process than searching for information. Several studies address efforts to 
bridge the (art)library-studio divide through activities such as outreach; embedded 
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librarianship; guest lectures; librarian-art faculty collaborations; studio, critique, and 
student exhibition visits; digital humanities projects; and the introduction of maker spaces 
(Bennett, 2006; Leousis, 2013; Lijuan & Gil, 2017; Wirtz, 2017; Salisbury, 2018; 
Crookendale, 2020). Recent publications such as Keogh and Patton’s “Embedded 
Librarianship: Project Partnerships from Concept to Production” address the impact of 
digital technology on the information behavior and needs of artists. Petraits (2017) and 
Carter, Koopmans, & Whiteside (2018) highlight the complexity of artists’ research 
processes and the “multimodality” and “transliteracy” of expression in visual art in 
discussing critical information literacy pedagogy and assessment. In doing so, scholars 
like Ellen Petraits apply explanatory, instructional, and assessment tools and vocabularies 
that are more consistent with the processes of artistic inquiry and practice.  
Recent scholarship reflects a deep engagement of scholars-librarians with art 
students’ creative practice, connecting the physical, social, and conceptual spaces of 
library work and studio practice. In the past two decades, many public and academic 
libraries have moved beyond providing collections and reading rooms to introducing 
collaborative and social spaces, new technologies, makerspaces, workshops, and events. 
Today patrons use library spaces and resources in more dynamic ways. These practices, 
along with a growing familiarity with networked knowledge, have also helped to shift the 
conversations about artists’ information seeking and research processes.  
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2.2 Art Research and Interdisciplinary Research  
2.2.1 Art Research 
As noted above, earlier studies of artists’ information behavior and needs sought 
to identify the types of information artists used and the purposes of this information. 
These studies often failed to contextualize information seeking and application within the 
larger and more complex creative research process. This omission may be explained by 
the fact that information seeking in LIS is not necessarily linked to ideas of research or 
inquiry, even in academic and/or library contexts. The other plausible explanation is that 
discussions of research in practice-based disciplines, such as the visual arts, are relatively 
new.  
The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘research’ as a: 
 
Systematic investigation or inquiry aimed at contributing to knowledge of a theory, 
topic, etc., by careful consideration, observation, or study of a subject. In later use 
also: original critical or scientific investigation carried out under the auspices of an 
academic or other institution. 
As the OED suggests, the general definition of ‘research’ is closely linked to its framing 
within academic institutions. While art practice uses inquiry and creates new knowledge, 
it has a history of being excluded from certain institutional frameworks. Its processes, 
creative output, and multiple modes of communication have not (and arguably, cannot) 
be defined using the standards established within other academic disciplines.  
The positioning of studio art programs within academic departments and research 
institutions has encouraged exploration of research created in these programs and its 
relationship to other types of academic scholarship. In the U.S., studio practice and 
exhibition of work have been considered equivalent (though often not identical) to 
 11 
conventionally accepted types of academic scholarship.4 Writing about practice-based 
research, Smith and Dean argue that: 
Terms such as practice-led research have been developed by creative 
practitioners, partly for political purposes within higher education, research and 
other environments, to explain, justify and promote their activities, and to argue – 
as forcefully as possible in an often unreceptive environment – that they are as 
important to the generation of knowledge as more theoretically, critically or 
empirically based research methods.(2009, p. 2).  
Art research (also known as art-based research or ABR, practice-based or 
practice-lead research, artistic inquiry, and so on5) emerged as a topic of scholarly 
inquiry in the 1990’s within education and social sciences. The designation ‘art research’ 
can have a number of meanings, including art practice as research and research that uses 
art as a methodology.6 One of the early investigators of art research, Shaun McNiff 
(2008) discusses it as: 
The systematic use of the artistic process, the actual making of artistic expressions 
in all of the different forms of the arts, as a primary way of understanding and 
examining experience…. These inquiries are distinguished from research 
activities where the arts may play a significant role but are essentially used as data 
for investigations that take place within academic disciplines that utilize more 
traditional scientific, verbal and mathematic descriptions and analyses of 
phenomena. (n.p.) 
Smith and Dean (2009) further address the multifaceted definition of art research: 
Research, therefore, needs to be treated, not monolithically, but as an activity 
which can appear in a variety of guises across the spectrum of practice and 
research. It can be basic research carried out independent of creative work 
(though it may be subsequently applied to it); research conducted in the process of 
shaping an artwork; or research which is the documentation, theorization and 
contextualization of an artwork – and the process of making it – by its creator            
( p. 3).  
 
4 In many academic programs creative work still requires a written supplement.  
5 For a list of variant terms, see Chilton and Leavy (2014).  
6 In this context, scholarship discusses applying art-based research methodologically within other 
disciplines, particularly through direct application in education.  
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The understanding of artistic practice as a research practice is at the crux of these 
definitions (Sullivan, 2005, 2010; McNiff, 2013, 2018). As Graeme Sullivan (2011) puts 
it: “in theorizing artistic research a basic assumption is that art practice is a means of 
creative and critical investigation that can be contextualized within the discourse of 
research” (2011; p. 91).  
Recent discussions about art- or practice-based research have revolved around 
post-MFA art programs. At the same time, scholars like Sullivan (2014) offer a critique 
of the hierarchies of ‘traditional’ disciplinary knowledge and research in institutions of 
higher learning. In addition to discussing equivalence of art research to conventionally 
accepted forms of research, scholars have emphasized the distinctive aspects of art 
research as a mode of inquiry, and a paradigm (Levy, 2018; Sullivan, 2005; Eisner, 
1993).  
Using methodologies of education and cognitive psychology, Sullivan (2006) 
explores the distinct ways of knowing, thinking, and creating in the arts. He discusses art 
research as exploratory, active, open to uncertainty, responsive to change, and bearing the 
potential to create new knowledge and understanding. Emphasizing the dynamic, creative 
and critical acts of artistic inquiry, Sullivan positions art practice and research as both a 
product of creation and a creative process, and proposes a model of “research acts” 
within studio processes.   
In LIS literature, art-based or studio-based research has received recent attention 
from art librarians. For example, art and architecture librarian Kasia Leousis insists that 
“developing artists conduct research to inform, inspire, and stimulate their artistic 
practice” (2013, p. 127). Leousis adopts Sullivan’s conception of art practice as research 
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in discussing her outreach to MFA students with the goal of creating a strong research 
culture. With a similar goal of growing a “culture of art and design research,” research 
and instruction librarian and coordinator of graduate library instruction, Ellen Petraits 
discusses the relationship between library instruction and studio-based research and 
develops an assessment of learning and research “in the transliterate, multimodal, self-
reflective environment of the studio critique” (2017, p. 80).  
2.2.2 Art Research as Interdisciplinary Research? 
Conversations about art-based research have both addressed the need to situate it 
within the larger, often academic, context of research and critiqued ‘traditional’ research 
models and contexts. The study of interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity, recognition 
of networked knowledge models, and discussions about multiple modalities and literacies 
(within the arts, and beyond) have opened additional possibilities for theorizing art 
research.  
Scholars have argued that art-based research (ABR) is interdisciplinary in both its 
practice and its application. Sociologist Patricia Leavy defines ABR as “a 
transdisciplinary approach to knowledge building that combines the tenets of the creative 
arts in research contexts” (2018, p. 4). Like the term “art research,” the interdisciplinary 
dimension of art research varies in its expression. Within this dimension, art practice can 
be applied methodologically to other disciplines (for example, psychology) or practice-
based research may link concepts and borrow methodologies from disciplines outside of 
art.  
Interdisciplinarity is often defined in terms of what it does and why and how it 
does it. Interdisciplinarity connects and allows for interaction between two or more 
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disciplines that are seen as distinct. The field of interdisciplinary studies traces a number 
of classification schemes that define different types of interactions between and among 
disciplines or areas of knowledge. Julie Thompson Klein posits that interdisciplinarity 
implies integration, linking, and blending of disciplinary knowledge, which can occur 
either between methodologically or otherwise “compatible” disciplines or between more 
disparate fields (2010, pp. 16-18). Transdisciplinarity, a related term, is defined as a 
common system that transgresses disciplinary boundaries through synthesis (Klein, 2010, 
p. 24).  
Ideas about creativity, divergent thinking, and the ability to connect seemingly 
disparate ideas and areas of knowledge to create new meanings have been frequently 
applied to art and art education. Yet, while the processes of making connections and 
creating meanings have been modelled through the arts, art practice seems to be sidelined 
by researchers of interdisciplinarity. This may be due to the fact that the study of inter-, 
trans-, and multi-disciplinarity, particularly within academia, hinges on a recognition of 
disciplinary boundaries, which may be more porous, fluid, or dynamic within the practice 
of art. As Tanya Augsburg notes: 
Authoritative definitions for the interdisciplinary arts written by interdisciplinary 
artists and scholars are difficult to find….Artists who value freedom and 
originality have been known to resist participating in normative discourses that 
definitions often serve to establish (2017, p. 131).  
Another reason may be linked to the long history of dismissal of creative and applied arts 
as ‘less scholarly’ and the association of scholarly research with written or symbolic 
‘texts.’ It is notable that in their chapter “Art and Music Research,” Klein and Parncutt 
focus on art history and musicology (disciplines based on writing and notation) as 
common types of art research (2010). Similarly, Augsburg observes that “Julie 
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Thompson Klein’s seminal 1990 study Interdisciplinarity includes bibliographies for the 
social sciences, the humanities, and the sciences—but none for the arts” (2017, p. 131). 
Augsburg takes her definitions of interdisciplinary arts from descriptions of 
interdisciplinary art programs. She summarizes: “the interdisciplinary arts are reflective 
of, and characterized by, their interrelations with academic disciplines, fields, and 
discourses within and outside the realm of art” (2017, p. 132). The author underscores the 
lack of systematic review of interdisciplinary concepts within arts practice, but places arts 
practice within the realm of interdisciplinary humanities.  
While some discussions of interdisciplinarity in the humanities overlook art 
practice, others propose that interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity are not “wholly 
compatible with art research” (Borgdorff, 2012, p. 92). It should also be noted that a large 
portion of the scholarship on interdisciplinarity considers scientific disciplines and social 
sciences, excluding the arts.   
Promising discussions, however, have come from the field of art education. For 
example, Stacey McKenna Salazar has called for an examination of studio art teaching 
and learning practices to explore whether studio art might be “more interdisciplinary, less 
hierarchical, and more technologically savvy than other post-secondary disciplines” 
(2013, p. 67). Sullivan (2014) points out that the interdisciplinary turn, particularly in 
new areas like the digital humanities have loosened disciplinary boundaries and allowed 
for valuable contributions from art research methodologies. Others suggest that 
interdisciplinarity remains semantically and functionally bound to disciplinary structures, 
also recognizing the conflicting effects of the interdisciplinary impulse within academia 
and the academic ‘market’(Graff, 2015). Ideas of working in an ‘undisciplined’ or 
 16 
‘alternatively disciplined’ ways have also been introduced as a means to transcend the 
boundaries of disciplined knowledge and methodologies.
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3 Methodology 
3.1 Research questions    
 The current study explores the ways in which artists conceptualize and participate 
in research and interdisciplinary practices. Using the framework of art-based research, 
this study hopes to investigate the role of research and inquiry within studio practice. 
Rather than asking whether a specific type of artistic inquiry is research, the study 
investigates how practitioners conceptualize their research process and where the research 
occurs in their process.  
 This study poses the following research questions:  
- How do visual artists conceptualize research within their own practice?  
- How do visual artists conceptualize the boundaries of their discipline?  
- What role does interdisciplinary inquiry play within artistic practice? 
While this study does not aim to be generalizable, it hopes to add detail and depth to an 
identified but relatively unexplored aspect of artists’ information behavior. 
3.2 Sample selection   
 Non-probability, purposive sampling and convenience sampling were used to 
identify and recruit participants that fit the criteria of the sample frame.  Participants were 
recruited from the art department of a large research university and using artist networks. 
Participants were contacted via email list, direct email, and face-to-face contact. 
Snowball sampling was also used, and interviewees suggested other potential participants  
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 Individuals who self-identified as ‘practicing visual artists’ were invited to 
participate. The designation visual artist was used broadly to describe someone working 
in one or more visual media, such as painting, sculpture, installation, video art, 
printmaking, digital media, photography, book arts, mixed media, new media, and so on.  
3.3 Research Methods 
 Ethnographic qualitative research methods have been successfully used to study 
information needs and behaviors of special populations. These methods are particularly 
appropriate for working with a small population sample, as they can capture rich detail. 
This intensive study relies on the qualitative, interpretive method of semistructured 
interviews (Magnusson & Marecek, 2005; Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  
 Semistructured interviews, one of the most common qualitative methods, include 
a set of structuring questions presented in a logical order from more general to more 
specific and complex, while allowing for flexibility (Saldana & Omasta 2018, p. 92). 
This format allows the researcher to capture additional relevant information and to adjust 
to the individual respondent’s understanding of and response to the question (Wildemuth, 
2017, p. 249). The interviewer may change the order of the questions, pose additional 
questions, ask probing questions (requests to elaborate), vary the phrasing of the 
questions, or eliminate questions, based on the interviewee’s responses. Additionally, 
some aspects of a semistructured interview resemble the format of an art critique or a 
studio visit, which may be familiar to practicing artists.  
 Eight visual artists participated in the interviews. Artists were interviewed in 
person in their studios, by video call, and by phone. An effort was made to conduct the 
interviews in the artist’s studio/place of work when possible. Using the model of 
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fieldwork in anthropology, I sought additional understanding by observing participants in 
their creative work environments (Brinkmann, Jacobsen & Kristiansen, 2014). Out of 
eight participants, five were interviewed in person. Four artists were interviewed in their 
studio spaces, allowing for additional context to be included. Two participants were 
interviewed by phone and one via a video call. The interviews lasted from approximately 
thirty minutes to one hour, with the average conversation lasting approximately 40 
minutes.  
Guiding questions corresponded to the following central themes7: 
o Conceptualization of research and inquiry within art practice  
o Use of information within art practice  
o Conceptualization of interdisciplinary research and inquiry  
3.4 Incentives  
 Upon the completion of each interview, each participant received a $20.00 
electronic gift card to an online art supply retailer. The gift amount was not sufficient to 
encourage participation based on financial reward, but allowed me to thank the 
participants for their time.  
3.5 Capturing and Analyzing Data 
 The following demographic data were collected: current occupation, professional 
background, and education. These data were deemed to be potentially significant to the 
study. Personal information identifiers, such as names, geographic locations, and names 
of organizations or institutions received alphanumerical codes for the purposes of the 
study. The eight participants in this study are referred to as P1-P8. The names of 
 
7 Please see Appendix for a complete outline of guiding questions. 
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participants who recommended additional participants were used only with their 
permission when contacting potential interviewees.  
 The interviews were recorded using Otter.ai, with the verbal permission of each 
interviewee. The recordings were transcribed with the aid of Otter.ai, and then manually 
by the investigator to ensure accuracy. Filler words and phrases such as “like” and “you 
know” were omitted from the transcripts. Relevant observer’s notes were added to the 
interview transcripts.  
 Transcripts were analyzed for themes and patterns and subsequently coded 
inductively according to central subjects and emergent themes. The transcripts were read 
several times, coded manually, and subsequently coded using MAXQDA software. Open 
coding was used to identify central themes, which were analyzed for sub-themes and 
patterns. Repeatedly occurring themes and concepts were highlighted, linked, and 
analyzed using axial coding (Corbin and Strauss 2008, pp. 198-199). Examples of the 
participants’ research processes were visualized using diagrams. The diagrams were 
sketched on paper and then created using diagrams.net. Interviews were also analyzed for 
holistic data, used to help construct a more detailed picture of how visual artists 
conceptualize and participate in the research process.  
 Based on the small sample and the methodology used, the findings of the study 
are not generalizable. However, the themes and observations identified thorough coding 
the interviews can be useful to future exploration of this subject. 
3.6 Biases  
 While this study does not aim to be generalizable, it is important to recognize 
several potential biases. There is a convenience bias in that the participants were recruited 
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using academic and personal artist networks. The participants were recruited from the 
Southeastern U.S., presenting a geographic bias. While recruitment did not take artists’ 
academic training into account, at the time of the interviews, all of the participants held 
or were in the process of obtaining a graduate degree in art (MFA).  
Personal biases are also important to recognize. I have academic training in 
disciplines related to studio art (art history and art restoration), and have worked with 
artists in various capacities. While I am not a community ‘insider,’ I am also not an 
‘outsider.’ My professional and personal relationships with visual artists have had the 
capacity to shape my general understanding of and assumptions about artists’ creative 
processes. 
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4 Themes  
4.1 Interview Participants: Career and Practice  
 In the introductory interview questions, the participants were asked to describe 
where they located themselves in their art careers. This seemingly simple question 
elicited layered and dimensional responses. While all respondents made art 
professionally, only Participant 6 identified herself as a “full-time artist,” a title she 
embraced twenty years into her art practice. Three of the artists were enrolled in a Master 
of Fine Arts program at the time of the interview, and all of the artists referred to an MFA 
program at some point in the interview. Artists referenced experiences and projects such 
as education, exhibitions, performances, residencies, workshops, teaching, and 
community projects as part of the career trajectories.  
Notably, rather than indicating a static position, most artists described their 
positions within a dynamic process that included past, present, and potential experiences 
and goals. For example, Participant 6 described changing directions and evaluating her 
measure of “success”:  
I think I found myself in a position where my career was starting to go in one 
direction, and I really pumped the brakes about it, because I could see that I 
wasn't going to be happy where that was going …. I kind of spent the last couple 
years just thinking, how to change that and how to shift it. So in some ways, I feel 
like I'm starting my career over.  
Participant 1 described her position as a work in progress: “I would say I'm an emerging 
artist. Starting to get established in certain ways.” She referred to her role as an MFA 
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graduate student in a similar way, “as a continuation of on-going learning that never 
really stops.” Other interviewees also emphasized moving toward a particular goal. For 
example: 
I am in the, I think in the early stages of a professional career as an artist, 
working towards something more sustainable. (P8) 
My long term goal is to do my art [full time]. (P3)   
In describing their practice, the interviewees focused on media, conceptual areas of 
concentration, or both media and concepts (Figure 1).  
 Description of Art Practice  Media Concepts 
P1 “I've been working a lot in installation, which is kind of a 
collaboration of painting and drawing fused into spatial qualities 
and sculptural elements to create large spaces or forms that can be 
inhabitable or interactive in some way, or challenges the viewers’ 
ways of perceiving space and also entails … multimedia or multiple 
materials, multiple forms of art making combined together to create 
a larger piece or experience.” 
 
    
P2 “I'm very much interested in performance, not necessarily as me as 
the performer, but how materials perform over time. And so, I'm 
also sometimes in my work. But, the performative aspects of things 
is what I am interested in.” 
 
    
P3 “I'm trying to integrate my drawing practice with my social 
performance practice. Loosely, I say my work is about mental 
health and connection between people. And all of that feeds into 
that.” 
 
    
P4 “My work tends to revolve around themes of perception.… The 
idea tends to tell me what the form needs to be. And, therefore, the 
medium – whether it’s drawing, painting, sculpture, sound project, 
interactive, whatever.” 
 
    
P5 “My work is highly subjective based on my own experience, that's 
the root of it.” 
 
   
P6 “I say I'm a painter, I also do a lot of drawing, so that’s in my 
studio. And then on the other side of things when I get a really great 
idea, or if my collaborators have some wonderful ideas, then I join.” 
 
   
P7 “My practice, my medium, my primary medium is video and film.” 
 
   
P8 “I refer to myself as an artist, but I paint, I make photographs, and I 
make videos.” 
 
   
Fig. 1 Description of Participants’ Art Practice  
 24 
Artists tended to emphasize media first when describing their practice, and several artists 
shared that they worked in multiple media. Participants 4 and 5 noted that their choice of 
medium depended on the project.   
4.2 Sources 
4.2.1 Types of Sources  
 Participants identified a variety of sources that informed their practice, including 
the natural world, books, personal experiences, images, and conversations with others. 
Artists accessed sources from a range of subjects related to their individual interests, 
including geology, philosophy, mythology, history, social practice, psychology, and 
music, incorporating them into their practice at different points in the research process. 
They engaged these sources through different actions, such as sensory experience, 
reading, visual analysis, and material experimentation.  
 Figure 2 highlights the types of sources described by the participants, and 
sketches out their relative position along the categories of ‘experiential’ or ‘theoretical’ 
knowledge. In this context, the designation ‘experiential’ includes information processed 
through subjective sensory experience and observation, while ‘theoretical’ refers to 
processing secondary information. The categories are not oppositional and do not exclude 
many other forms of knowledge. They are also not static, as they are informed by often 
inter-related actions, for example, observing the natural world (experiential) and reading 
a book on natural phenomena (theoretical). Within these categories, sources that figured 
most prominently in the interviews are represented in bold.  
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 Experiential  Theoretical 
P1 “landscape and space” 
“experiencing, and sensory 
information from the outside in 
different environments” 
 
 “reading about scientific investigations in 
physics or biology” 
“learning about religion and philosophy” 
P2 “realities … around materials that 
are natural” 
“how materials perform over time” 
 
 “the sources are always books” 
“mythologies” 
“ideas around healing alchemy, 
transformation … how they come up 
historically” 
P3  “I mine my experiences of my 
dreams.” 
“my experience of professional 
therapy”  






“books really help”  
“[visual] references”  
“I also do a lot of research, sometimes I 
do surveys” 
 






 “It's almost always reading”  
“I overwhelmingly read nonfiction versus 
fiction” 
“Podcasts … interview or storytelling  … 
historians discussing a particular event” 
 
P5 “my own experience being in the 
military” 
“memories” 
 “the aesthetic sources… the artistic 
sources that come about, so historical 
references.” 
“material is not only the visual materials, 
philosophical materials” 
"looking at different artists” 
 
P6 “observation of something outside 
of ourselves with information that 
comes back to us through that 
experience that helps us understand 
who we are in relationship to our 
environment.” 
 “I'm a nonfiction reader primarily”  
“I read, whatever is interesting anything, 
anything at all and … I have very little 
knowledge about a large spectrum of 
science, philosophy, history, biography” 
P7 “thrift stores… I mean even before 
books sometimes because I am a 
person who has to see things and 
touch things.”  
“the experiences that I may have 
had that really impacted me” 
“just being in it, working with the 
group that you want to work with.” 
“I'll start with 
an object… if I 
can find the 
object that I'm 










P8 “I'm really informed by personal 
relationships and observations 
based on my own lived 
experiences.” 
"first-hand observation” 
 “observations ... through pop culture, 
things that we see and hear in the news” 
“I love other images, both through printed 
matter, books and stuff, but also online 
sources” 
Fig. 2 Types of Research Sources  
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 Artists distinguished between knowledge accessed through experience and 
knowledge accessed through reading. As participant 6 put it: “I'd read about it, knew all 
about the stuff, which is very different than the real experience.” It also includes several 
sources that can be thought of as either experiential or theoretical in the way that they are 
accessed. For example, sensory experience of an object can be conceptualized as 
experiential, while research of the object’s context can be considered theoretical.  
4.2.2 Social Sources 
 People played an important role in each artist’s practice as sources of information 
and feedback, or as participants in the work. Participant 6 remarked:  
When I meet people, they are fountains of knowledge. And they have specialties 
and areas I never knew existed. So when somebody talks to me about something, I 
write it down and … then at some point, I research it. 
Four of the participants discussed working with others as part of their social practice 
(Participants 3,5,7, and 8) or collaborative practice (Participants 3, 6, 7, and 8). Talking 
to people, interviewing people, and asking questions through surveys informed the social 
practice work of Participant 3, who noted that “people are my most important sources for 
research.” Interacting with people and observing “interactions between people” was also 
a key source for Participant 8.  
 People also offered valuable feedback and conversations about the artists’ work, 
encouraging reflection. “I always ask advice and feedback, and that's my most important 
research,” noted Participant 3. Participant 8 incorporated feedback and comments into the 
presentations of his work as part of an on-going conversation, crediting the author: 
I invite other people to offer their interpretations or understanding of what I'm 
doing, to give more information… I think it's important to carry that forward … 
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as a chance to then disseminate information that was passed on to me that other 
people might find fascinating too. 
Participants 1, 2, 5, and 7 also recognized the role of viewers’ responses to the work. 
Participant 2 remarked: “I'm interested in people … I get a lot out of hearing what 
people's associations are, like that also inspires me” (P2). Two participants also 
mentioned social media, specifically Instagram, as a tool that allowed for them to 
discover artwork and artists and to receive recommendations.  
4.2.3 Finding Sources: Intuition and Intention  
 Responding to a question about using personal sources or working intuitively, and 
intentionally seeking out external sources, three respondents saw intuitive processes as 
primary, often jumpstarting the process that could then be expanded using external 
sources of information. For example, as Participant 1 stated: 
I've also been one to work primarily intuitively [and] felt resistance to having a 
very structured idea and conceptual framework; to build something that was more 
like a tangible experience … that then led to the theoretical connections or 
conceptual connections later on to some extent.  
I think I'm like intentionally seeking out research that connects with things that 
I'm already interested in, or I'm doing intuitively. 
Participant 8 suggested a similar system that begins with personal or intuitive 
experiences, followed by additional information from external sources:  
I think that there’s an important distinction, and my preference is to…work from 
personal experience and intuition and interactions, but I think I do have a belief 
that even if you start from there that to include external sources of information 
makes for more complex, interesting work. 
Participant 6 discussed the role of intuition in recognizing beauty, followed by seeking an 
understanding of that beauty.  
If I sense beauty in it, I'm all over it until I understand … what's causing the 
beauty. 
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The artist later added: 
Intuition first, I always listen to my gut first. And that is …I kind of see it the way 
cellular life sees it, everything is either… my body is biologically designed to 
assess my environment constantly for either threat or resource. And resource 
looks really beautiful. And so when things are beautiful, I chase them and when 
they're not beautiful, I don't. 
Participant 2 described the role of intuition at a different stage of the creative and 
research process:  
I think that the goal of the artist is to take the information, digest it and, it goes 
through a process of intuition.  
Here intuition remained an important part of the information-seeking process, but was 
located at the end of that process. The remaining participants discussed both intuitive and 
intentional processes of accessing sources, using terms like “spectrum” (P4), “mix” (P7), 
or personal “philosophy” (P5) to describe this combination.  
4.3 Research  
4.3.1 What is “Research”?  
 Discussing the meaning of the term “research” within their practice, artists 
referenced a number of research actions and contexts. While responses were usually 
specific to each artist’s individual practice, accessing books and studio-based 
experimentation were both significant themes. Notably, participants often distinguished 
between practice-based research and book-based research. Searching for visual 
information, accessed through both books and web-based sources also played an 
important role.  
 Two participants saw research as a fundamental way to structure their practice:  
Everything I do is research because everything I do informs the next step I’m 
going to take. It’s all connected. Even though that might not be apparent. You 
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know I'm always learning from what I've done…. all of my practice is research. 
(P3) 
The research about it was like laying a template for me to create work. That could 
have … the liberty to look at the sources and reflect on the sources, and then 
create things. (P5)  
 Seven of the participants mentioned reading books as part of their research 
process. Artists also discussed books as sources of visual information, ‘stimulus’ or 
‘inspiration.’ Researching histories informed the work of several interviewees. This type 
of research was carried out to deepen understanding and/or to verify claims: 
My research is … it informs the concepts in the work, it informs me…. All of my 
work is really rooted in history. And so I feel like I need to, personally, before I'm 
either putting out work about a certain thing, I need to know, and basically fact 
check and make sure what I'm saying is correct, that I'm saying it in the correct 
way. (P7) 
I don't want to just take the first encounter with an idea or something like that and 
believe it necessarily, I want to make sure I can verify it. Because if I make a 
piece and then I say, well, it's about this, somebody else who's knowledgeable in 
that might be like, well, you kind of got the story wrong. (P4) 
Participant 5 discussed both historical and art historical research, including reading about 
the history of traditional media and processes:   
I've done a lot of self-study when it came down to reading history and art and the 
complexities behind East Asian art. And so I wanted to do a lot of research into 
that, so I was looking at traditional Chinese scroll painting and work by Ma 
Yuan, who was a Song Dynasty painter… and also Fan Kuan. 
 However, reading or looking at books was only one part of the research process 
for all eight artists. Participant 1 provided a holistic view of research, noting that book 
research alone was not sufficient:  
For me it's kind of multi-faceted, I think that reading and investigating 
information is one aspect of it. But the studio practice is also a very significant 
form of research. You can read all you want, but nothing's going to happen if 
you're not making and allowing the intuitive interactions with materials … it's a 
way of working through some of the information and the ideas that you've read or 
thought about, in a tangible way. 
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Participant 1 maintained that working with materials in the studio context is also a form 
of research. Four other artists discussed experimenting with media as part of their 
process. For example, Participant 2 echoed Participant 1, referring to “playing” with 
materials and their sensory properties as “non-book research”: 
You know you don't walk into everyone's studio and get an intense smell… so it's 
like playing with these things, or it's interesting to me and so that is research. So 
that's… non-book research, you know, it leads to book research often. 
The very acts of experimentation and play were key to the research process. As 
Participant 2 put it: “my research is often trying things out.” Participant 6 expressed that 
experimenting and allowing failure propel her ideas:  
I find that I experiment the best when I'm painting. I try on new ideas. I'm curious 
… because I'm not working with someone else, I can fail a lot. And I do, tons. So I 
find failures to be really helpful in terms of driving ideas forward.  
Overall, six participants addressed elements of experimentation and/or play in their 
practice.  
 In their discussions of research, several participants referenced depth as a 
characteristic of rigorous research, at times contrasting this type of research with more 
cursory searching. “Research for me is like deep knowledge seeking,” remarked 
Participant 2. Participant 8 compared his own “more casual approach to garner 
information” to what he defined as a “more serious or rigorous research practice” that 
relied on deeper investigation:  
I feel like it’s the more loose, informal research practice, but very rarely is it me 
picking the topic and going and searching for more in depth information about 
that topic. And sometimes I think I would benefit from having a more serious or 
rigorous research practice, because I think a lot of the work that I enjoy from 
other artists has these layers of meaning embedded in it because of the research 
that they've done, because of looking at not only what they're interested in, but 
other things that are connected to those interests and having a deeper 
understanding of what they're interested in. 
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 Participant 4 associated reading with research, but did not categorize 
unintentional googling as research. Other participants, however, discussed web-based 
research as a valid research action. For example, Participant 2 argued that “going on 
Wikipedia is a form of research … that's still slightly belittled in an academic setting.” 
Several interviewees also highlighted using the internet and web-based applications to 
explore images. Participant 5, for instance, discussed the role of web-based visual 
research:  
I don't know if I clarified on the research process, both the book research … and 
also, there's the visual research, you're sitting there, going through Google and 
looking at images and even on your phone on Pinterest, looking at things, or 
Instagram, looking at things. There are tons of amounts of just visual stimulus to 
help inform process.  
 Interrogating the term ‘research,’ some participants compared definitions and 
perceptions of research in the arts to definitions of research in the sciences. Participant 6, 
for example, commented on the existing perception (within STEM fields) that artists are 
“not rigorous enough in their research”: 
[I] don't think scientists have a clue in terms of the kind of research that we do, 
that we’re capable of doing, and the kinds of minds that we have. There's plenty 
of artists out there who understand numbers and have scientific backgrounds. I’ve 
met many of them. I am not a unicorn out there in the world, I am common. (P6)  
She concluded that both artists and scientists share the goal of being “observational”:  
At the essence what research is about is, is an observation, observation of 
something outside of ourselves with information that comes back to us through 
that experience that helps us understand who we are in relationship to our 
environment…. And the basic sense of being observational, which is exactly what 
scientists strive to do.  
Participant 2, however, contrasted the goals of researchers within the two disciplines. 
Rather than formulating a “hypothesis,” she expressed interest in the questions that are 
not yet known:  
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I don't ever want to fully know the question that I'm asking, I'm more interested in 
the many questions that come up. 
The responses revealed that artists engage in different research acts8 at different points of 
their creative process. While some artists ascribed greater depth to actions such as 
reading, most recognized a variety of research acts within their practice.  
4.3.2 The Research Process: Where is Research? 
 In addition to defining ‘research’ as they understood it, each artist explained their 
research process using one or more examples. Descriptions of specific projects provided 
greater insight into the dynamics of each artist’s research process. Examples were 
mapped and visualized through diagrams, with attention to the ‘shape’ and directions of 
the research path and the locations and contexts of the research actions.  
 Visualization can be a helpful tool in observing how a research process begins, 
and where different research acts occur within this process. For example, Fig. 3 traces the 
research process of Participant 1 in creating an installation. The process started with 
associations that were generated by researching a different topic. Exploration of a 
physical material in the studio led to additional ideas, and the artist researched these 
topics by reading. Reading elicited other connections and interests, and the artist sought 
out experiences in the natural world. She documented her experiences using video, and 
then continued to read more about the natural phenomena that she observed in person. 
She also looked at maps and data visualizations related to her physical exploration. These 
 
8 The idea of research acts is loosely based on Sullivan’s (2006) model of Research Acts. While I am not 
following the particular structure of Sullivan’s model, I am using his concept of multiple actions present 
within the process of art research. 
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ideas and research acts were incorporated into the ongoing studio work. When describing 
her approach to research more generally, Participant 1 referenced three key research acts:  
- “being in the natural world of touching things, seeing things, hearing things”  
- “intuitive interactions with materials” 
- “reading”  
Additional research actions included visual data research and visual documentation of the 
process.  
 Figure 3 illustrates the key role of these research acts in generating ideas and 
carrying the process forward. The winding quality of the diagram echoes the artist’s own 
description of her thought process:  
My mind is not linear, it finds all of these disparate things and brings them 
 together, or meanders from one to another based on connections. 
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Fig. 3 Visualization of a research process for an installation  
 In describing his practice, Participant 7 shared his observations about starting a 
project:  
A lot of my work, it starts with sometimes just one or two things, if it is an idea 
that I’m thinking about, and then I’m going to research and it’ll inform all these 
other things.  
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He added:  
 
I'll start with an object…. I'll always have the overall idea kind of floating in here 
somewhere. But the object, if I can find the object that I'm … visualizing, it really 
jumpstarts the process. 
 
The research process for a video project, visualized in Figure 4, began with seeing a sign 
on an abandoned building. Seeing the “Opportunity Zone” sign in its context prompted an 
association with science fiction, while investigating the sign further generated 
connections to the histories of the Great Migration and the idea of ‘opportunity.’ In this 
way, an encounter with an object (and text) spurred two thematic connections, leading 
two additional (interconnected) lines of inquiry.  
 This research process included three main areas of focus: the sign and its current 
and recent context, histories of the Great Migration, and Afrofuturism. Through research 
and reflection, individual and larger histories of the Great Migration were connected to 
Afrofuturism and the multiple meanings of ‘space’ and ‘opportunity,’ allowing the artist 
to conceptualize the Great Migration through an Afrofuturist lens. Each of the three 
interconnected conceptual areas was developed through research, including visual 
documentation, historical research, other text-based research, oral history, and visual 
research. Research actions prompted additional associations and other forms of research.  
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Fig. 4 Visualization of a research process for a video project.  
 Participant 5 discussed his research process as “laying a template” for the creation 
of the work. His description of a specific body of work was anchored in several key 
sources, including military manuals and symbology; traditional East Asian painting and 
its philosophical and historical sources; and structural Marxism. The artist placed his 
subjective experience at the “root” of his work. The main areas of research were linked to 
the artist’s personal experiences either through direct knowledge (“experience being in 
the military”) or reflection (“trying to figure out how is my subjective experience 
connected to these different aspects of both visual art, and then philosophical research”). 
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Additional connections and sources were generated within each key area of research. 
 Further connections and meanings were created through analysis, reflection, 
juxtaposition, and through subversion of original meanings. For example, the artist used 
the “philosophical template” of structural Marxism to think about military manuals, 
juxtaposing these manuals to the manual of traditional East Asian painting. A re-
contextualizing of military symbology through art allowed the artist to “tell another way 
of being, another story about these experiences.” The artist referred to this multifaceted 
process as “an amalgamation,” a quality that begins to be reflected in the sketch of this 
process.   
 
Fig. 5 Visualization of a research process for a body of work.   
 The diagrams above offer a brief look at the research processes undertaken by 
three artists while working on specific projects. They show that in addition to dealing 
with divergent subject areas and media, the research process takes on a different form for 
each artist. Artists access and engage with sources in different ways, for example, by 
physically incorporating an archival image into a work or by processing an idea through a 
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philosophical lens. Ultimately, artists access and engage different types of knowledge 
through different ways of knowing. Within the process, a research action – whether it’s 
reading, observing, or reflecting on personal experiences –generates an idea, another 
research action, or a connection.  
4.3.3 Making Connections  
 Recognizing and creating relationships plays a central role in the artists’ research 
process. The theme of creating connections, exploring relationships, and bringing 
elements together figured in all of the interviews. Participants either expressed this idea 
directly, or demonstrated it through examples (as visualized in the preceding section). 
The artists linked different types of knowledge through the research process and 
generated understanding and meaning through these connections. 
Participant 2, for example, discussed creating new stories by connecting ideas in 
new ways:  
My work I think is about knowledge and … By putting things together: what do 
we know, what stories can we create, what histories can be brought up? 
The artist noted that research facilitates the recognition of connections:  
Once you start researching enough things, they really do start to connect in a lot 
of weird ways and I think that research is maybe sometimes also about seeing 
those connections. 
 Participant 6 discussed finding connections between her interests and information 
learned from others, and integrating the knowledge into her practice:  
So when somebody talks to me about something, I write it down and go and then 
at some point I research it, I keep all my notes and I just periodically go through 
them. And then ... look that up and then I do and 9 times out of 10 it will dovetail 
nicely into some other subject, thing I'm interested in, and then it just all kind of 
fits together and then I make a piece of art about it.  
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 Participants 4 and 5 discussed creating new meaning through juxtaposition. For 
instance, Participant 4 created work through “juxtaposing points of view on a subject or a 
theme that could be medical or political or philosophical or religious.” 
 Interviewees also talked about finding and forging connections through visual 
materials or media. For example, experimenting with bubble wrap led Participant 1 to 
make “connections with water with the way that it interacted with light and mimicking 
the shape and wavelength of water.”  
 Participant 2 connected materials such as goat’s milk, red clay, charcoal, and salt 
to therapeutic processes and the idea of “mother” through research: 
“I did research … how do these things connect to this idea of mother, and a 
therapeutic process…. What are these ideas and how can all these ideas be the 
same idea?” 
Participant 5 investigated conceptual and visual connections between his own experience 
and the work of other artists:  
And then I look at other artists and see if there's any connection with their work to 
these conversations about the military or structures of power, or how certain 
things invoke certain responses. You know, through stimulus, visually, and then 
trying to figure out, like how is my subjective experience, connected to these 
different aspects of both visual art, and then philosophical research, and then just 
reflection as well. 
Participant 3 worked to connect two media central to her own work: drawing and social 
practice:  
Now when I have exhibitions, I also pitch that I'm going to offer self-care 
workshops that tie into the drawings. So there's… now when I do exhibitions of 
my drawings, I will also do performances as part of an exhibition, and workshops. 
Additional instances of creating connections can be seen throughout the interviews. The 
connections created between different areas of knowledge or different disciplines are of 
particular interest in their capacity to create meaning.  
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4.3.4 Interdisciplinarity  
4.3.4.1 Defining Interdisciplinary Practice  
 The participating artists integrated and juxtaposed different media and areas of 
knowledge, creating understanding and communicating meaning through their work. To 
investigate whether these practices related to the concept of interdisciplinarity, artists 
were asked to reflect on this term and its relationship to their practice.  
 At the beginning of each interview, artists referenced the (often multiple) media 
that they worked in and/or the forces and concepts within the work. The interviewees’ 
discussion of interdisciplinarity evoked similar responses. Respondents explained 
interdisciplinarity as working in multiple media and as drawing on different sources of 
knowledge.  
 For example, Participant 1 integrated multiple aspects of interdisciplinarity into 
her response, describing her work as interdisciplinary in “both my subject, and interest, 
subject matter and conceptual interest as well as art media.” The artist works in 
installation using a practice that combines multiple media:   
I would say installation work. But I'm also still basing a lot of work on drawing 
and painting and 2-D practices, and experiences that I've had in kind of bringing 
them into three dimensional and sculptural. So I'm taking pieces of different 
media and putting them together. And I'm actually trying to expand on that too, 
with the video and the production in the light. And so, multimedia installations. 
She identified several disciplines that provide additional sources for her work:  
I'm not expansive into every single discipline, but I think … several different 
sciences, philosophy, religion, all feed into my research interests, and therefore 
it's not one specific discipline. 
Participant 2 defined her work as interdisciplinary through its use of media: 
I think I work really interdisciplinary, in the sense that I really don't rule out any 
medium. If a medium [is] going to convey … the thing that I'm trying to connect 
…I'm going to use whatever I need to use. 
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For her, interdisciplinary practice presented a dissolution of disciplinary boundaries and 
an integration of research areas, rather than a crossing of boundaries:  
That really is interdisciplinary because it doesn't have a discipline…I mean it's a 
performance. Ultimately, you place it in performance, but I think of it as 
interdisciplinary in the sense that … the research that went into using it was from 
a wide variety of things that integrated into one performance. 
She concluded that the work was interdisciplinary because it integrated multiple sources 
of information to generate new meanings:  
All this stuff is interdisciplinary because I don't think it necessarily makes sense 
and it's coming from different places, but by putting them all together, what 
meaning can be generated from that? Can it all make sense together? 
 Participant 3 succinctly described her practice as “definitely” interdisciplinary, 
combining “social practice, performance art, drawing, sculpture, [and] installation.”  
Participant 5 referred to his practice as interdisciplinary in contrast to pure “formalism:”  
So, the whole conversation about formalist and undisciplined or disciplinary, for 
me, I would say that I’m more interdisciplinary in practice because, you know, I 
use multiple types of materials…. I don't have to necessarily just use my 
paintbrush and ink. You know, I can use canvas, I can use, engine oil with acrylic 
paint … military patches or any type of material, and then create like something 
out of that, you know, and do research. 
The artist began to describe his practice by asserting that he was not limited by specific 
materials or their ‘traditional’ application. He continued by referencing various areas of 
knowledge as part of his definition of interdisciplinary practice: 
I see myself as someone that is a little bit more widely understanding of things, 
and then having some sort of understanding of a conversation about multi … 
disciplines. 
Participant 7 discussed multiple modalities within film and video art, and the ability to 
incorporate areas of practice that may not fall under the category of ‘art’: 
There’s … a hybridity of different forms, so even if it's documentary, you can 
incorporate animation, stop motion animation… I can play with the form of how 
I'm mixing different, different ways of making the video. 
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At the same time, he noted that his practice may not be limited to what is typically 
categorized as ‘visual art’:  
I don't think that it has to be a sculpture, has to be like a drawing or painting, and 
so I'm thinking, community social practice, stuff like that is also … of huge 
interest for me and stuff that I want to pursue in the future. 
Participant 6 described interdisciplinarity through her collaborative practice, noting that 
working with a collaborator who is not a visual artist informed and expanded her work in 
new ways:  
When I collaborate, I typically don't collaborate with a visual artist, I collaborate 
with someone who might be an artist, but not a visual artist, who might be a 
musician, not a visual artist, or scientist, not a visual artist …. But then when I 
work with other people that are in other disciplines, or have other interests for 
their work, then it allows the work to expand in a way that I would never have 
been able to do. Never. Because I don't have that knowledge base nor do I have … 
a driving interest in, in the specific fields that they have. So yeah, 
interdisciplinary. When I do a painting and drawing, there’s no one else involved. 
 Two artists did not describe their work as ‘interdisciplinary,’ albeit for different 
reasons. Participant 8 did not apply the term ‘interdisciplinary’ to his own work, noting 
that his media (“painting, video, photography”) can still be classified under the “art 
discipline.” However, he did consider interdisciplinary connections in reflecting on his 
work and sharing it with wider audiences:  
I have to consider it since I’m sharing this work publicly and sometimes in 
academic settings, the way to get people outside of the art departments or 
wherever this work is shown involved is to cite the interdisciplinary overlap, so 
that in a department that has African or African American Studies, they might 
come over, because it’s work dealing with representation of Black people. And if 
we're talking about like, mental health, part of this work, I think, deals with that. 
So … I think acknowledging the overlap of those disciplines is a way to draw 
people outside of art -- the art disciplines. 
The artist recognized that there are concepts beyond ‘art’ that could applied to his work, 
whether or not these concepts were made intentionally explicit in the work: 
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I've had a realization for a long time about like, that it can't just be about the art, 
because it’s not just about the art, that these issues or topics or things that I'm 
interested in … expand beyond. If I never make the painting about them, the 
concepts are still relevant to me understanding my own experience in the world. 
So if I understand that that experience relates to things beyond making paintings 
of them. 
Participant 4, who situated his work within “fine art,” noted that in order for the work to 
be ‘interdisciplinary,’ it had to contribute primary research to another field of study or to 
use “really divergent … mediums.” He observed: 
“I think that [calling the work interdisciplinary] might be going too far and 
getting too much credit that it's not formally… If I was doing some type of 
primary research in a field and then applying that to works of art, but I'm not 
really. I'm looking through the … primary or secondary research … for things 
that are fascinating…. I'm looking at other fields and I'm sort of mining them but I 
wouldn't necessarily… call it interdisciplinary, I feel like it would have to have 
some type of use or meaning to a non-art field.” 
 Six out of eight participants identified their work as interdisciplinary, defining 
interdisciplinarity through use of collaboration, different media, and/or sources from 
disciplines outside of ‘art.’ The remaining two artists also discussed using various media 
and considering other areas of knowledge, however, they did not apply the term 
‘interdisciplinary’ to their own practice. Importantly, using a variety of media held a 
more prominent position in artists’ reflections on interdisciplinarity.  
4.3.5 Boundaries  
 The concept of interdisciplinarity, in certain ways, hinges on a recognition of 
bounded disciplines. While all interviewees acknowledged an interdisciplinary drive in 
their work, not all participants viewed disciplinary boundaries as rigid.  
 Several participants saw the boundaries between disciplinary knowledge as 
porous and did not find any discipline or medium of interest inaccessible. Participant 3 
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asserted: “No I don't feel any boundaries. I mean I feel like I could do almost anything if 
I put my mind to it … Almost everything is possible.” 
 In a similar vein, Participant 4 noted: “I can't think of any subject that I would not 
look into. If I thought of one, I’d probably start looking into it, and asking myself why.” 
He added that while what artists can do is limitless, they have to take responsibility for 
their work.  
 Participant 2 commented that in addition to considering “any medium,” she would 
“never be limited by the professional training.” Acknowledging the difficulty of 
acquiring new knowledge or skills necessary to carry out a project, she explained that this 
work may be necessary in interdisciplinary practice: 
Sometimes I do feel limited … I want to do this piece but I don't know if I have the 
knowledge, this is hard and this is not where I have my strength, and that's really 
the challenging part in doing like true interdisciplinary work…but I'm willing to 
try. 
 Participants 1 and 6 discussed the methodological links between the arts and 
sciences. Participant 1 emphasized connections in both methodology and practice, 
considering ‘edge cases’, “gray areas,” and more fluid boundaries between disciplines: 
I think that there's a lot of overlap with artistic methods and ideas that can be 
utilized …. There's clearly defining boundaries, but there's some gray areas well, 
and a lot of scientists think in similar ways, and they, they might make models of 
things that I wouldn't necessarily consider art, but they're kind of closer to that 
spectrum. And then I think that there's some artists that work in very specific and 
database methods that are still art but are kind of like borderline scientific. And 
so there's, there's some flexibility with in-between. I'm a fan of interdisciplinary, 
and I think that there's a lot of interconnectivity in many capacities and subject 
matter, and so I don't like to create very specific boundaries and place things in 
boxes. 
Participant 6 noted that it is not unusual to find artists “who understand numbers and 
have scientific backgrounds.” She stressed that “observation” and “being observational” 
are at the center of research in both the arts and the sciences and researchers in both 
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disciplines are “really chasing the same thing.” However, Participant 6 remarked that 
“interdisciplinary” can be confusing as a category:  
You see more of this now … you can't even apply for a grant without 
interdisciplinary being a category. So, do I choose interdisciplinary, or do I 
choose painting, or do I choose installation? And the category, I always get 
tripped up on this, because how are we not all interdisciplinary?  
 Notably, several participants highlighted the influence of academic or other 
institutions and structures on the ways in which they conceptualized disciplines and 
interdisciplinarity. Institutions influenced the consideration of both, disciplinary 
demarcations and interdisciplinary work. Participant 5, for instance, drew attention to the 
fact that the question of disciplines (and interdisciplinarity) originates in the history and 
institutionalization of epistemology:  
I think understanding the concept of episteme or epistemology, why … where is 
the source of either certain structures of learning or just structures in general.. 
were they classified in certain ways or disciplined in certain ways? 
Participant 7 explained how an academic program influenced the way he viewed his 
practice:  
In film school and undergrad I did situate it as a film. I think that the more I’ve 
been exposed to artists’ work – multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, and even like 
within disciplines, outside of what one would consider like the art practice… 
Because that's, that's how we were trained to think about film and video. And I 
think after undergrad I kind of broke free of that, a lot. A lot of the artists that I 
really love that are super like inspiration in my practice work interdisciplinary. 
Participant 2 also highlighted the impact of institutions on the ways in which artists may 
approach their work: 
I think this is a really important thing to think about in terms of research and 
interdisciplinary approaches to art, because I think that some people get limited 
and bogged down … this is…only institutional … this conversation, but I think 
what happens in institutions really affects people for a long time in their practice. 
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Conversely, Participant 5 observed that institutions can also foster experimentation and 
openness:  
And I think that is the aim [of] what a lot of these MFA’s do. They allow you to 
work with whatever material you want, but they want you to be able to have 
conversations about -- no matter if it's painting, video bound experience, 
performance as an artist, you're going to be faced with a lot of different things 
and you have to be able to engage it in ways that are developed, insightful, 
educated, and also not pretentious as well, and open. 
The majority of the artists interviewed expressed a notion of a practice that is open to 
both, multiple media and different areas of knowledge. 
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5 Conclusion  
This study confirms the general findings of earlier LIS scholarship, summarized 
in Hemmig’s (2008) model. Each of the eight artists discussed a practice that was unique 
in its material, conceptual, and methodological approach. The participants engaged with 
and integrated information from a wide range of subjects, such as history, geology, 
music, art, and social practice.  
As Cowan (2004) and other authors have observed more recently, creative 
research processes are much more complex beyond seeking information. This study 
suggests that considering how artists experience, seek, and integrate knowledge in their 
work is equally significant. Conceptualizing research as an assemblage of actions (for 
example, thoughts; experiments; creative, documentary, and interpretive acts) better 
approximates the dynamic qualities of the research process.  
The interviewees conceptualized research as seeking knowledge, deepening 
understanding, experimenting, reflecting, and generating questions. Tracing each artist’s 
research process through a description of a specific project revealed both the unique 
shape and the shared qualities of each practice. Artists created interacting relationships, 
linked both discrete and related concepts and sources, and synthesized ideas through the 
research process.  
While artists differentiated among categories of sources and research actions that 
played a role in their process, they placed emphasis on the ways in which these sources 
interacted to create connections and meanings. Synthesizing different types of material 
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and intellectual sources through research and reflection was central to the artists’ creative 
process.  
Interaction, connection, and synthesis of knowledge from more than one 
discipline have been associated with interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary practices 
(Klein, 2010). Although all participants considered multiple areas of knowledge in 
relationship to their art practice, references to using multiple media prevailed in 
discussions about the interdisciplinary aspects of the artists’ process. This suggests a 
view of art as a field with intrinsic interdisciplinary possibilities. At the same time, most 
respondents did not feel limited by the boundaries of other disciplines and remained open 
to accessing any area of knowledge based on their interest and the demands of a 
particular project. Sullivan (2010), who developed a number of frameworks and 
metaphors for theorizing art research, writes: “when working from a base in 
contemporary art, the conceptions of the discipline are uncertain and the informing 
parameters are open-ended, yet the opportunity for inquiry is at hand. In these 
circumstances, the artist-researcher is seen to be participating in a postdiscipline practice” 
(pp. 111-112). Sullivan’s definition of a postdiscipline practice provides a useful context 
in considering art practice that approaches inquiry and knowledge as unbounded and 
open.   
Scholars-practitioners like Sullivan have theorized art research within the field of 
art education through a close examination of artists’ research processes. Within library 
and information science, frameworks such as the 2016 ACRL Framework for 
Information Literacy for Higher Education have expanded the concepts of research, 
knowledge, and information creation in ways that are more compatible with research in 
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the arts. Nevertheless, considering additional ideas, theories, and vocabularies, including 
those of art education and art practice, may inform the contexts in which librarians work 
with studio artists. Given artists’ heterogeneous approaches to practice and research, 
continued in-depth exploration is necessary to expand the understanding and extend the 
role of art research within the larger framework of ‘information literacy.’ 
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o How would you describe where you are in your career as an artist?  
o How do you describe your practice?  
Artists’ conceptualization of research 
o What are some of the sources that inform your work?  
- How/where do you find source material for your work?  
- What types of sources do you use? 
- How do you incorporate what you find into your practice?  
o Does research play a role in your art practice?  
o What does “research” mean to you, in the context of your work as an artist?  
o What aspects of your practice do you think of as “research”? Can you provide 
some examples?  
o What are some activities within your practice that you don’t think of as 
“research”?  
o Can you describe your research process? Can you provide some examples related 
to a specific project?   
o Do you think there is a distinction between working from personal experiences or 
intuition and seeking external sources for your work?  
o Is there a connection between “inspiration” and research for you?
Disciplinary boundaries, conceptualization of interdisciplinary research 
o Do you situate your practice within a particular discipline or disciplines, or areas 
of knowledge?   
o As an artist, what do you consider to be within of your discipline or outside of 
your discipline? 
o Do you think of your research/practice as interdisciplinary (connecting two or 
more areas of knowledge)? Please explain why or why not.  
Process-oriented questions about interdisciplinary research 
o Can you think of an example of a project that you would describe as 
interdisciplinary?  
o Can you tell me more about the process of developing and completing this 
project? 
